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DRUM DICTATES THE TUNE IN 
KOLAM OF SRI LANKA 





M.H. Goonatilleka 


Sri Lanka is exceptionally rich in folklore but these folkloric survivals 
are not to be met at every turn. It is those who deliberately go in search 
of them who will come across age-old ritualistic and rural theatrical perfor- 
mances conducted with much solemnity and deep authenticity. 


Kolam Natima, popularly known as Kélam is such a theatre-perfor- 
mance surviving in the littoral belt of the Southern and the Western 
Provinces of the island. It is a rural dance-drama of an operatic and ballatic 
character having a central story content. Although its origin is shrouded 
in antiquity, existing manuscripts, eye-copies and the oral traditions preserv- 
ed by dance masters, point to a fertility rite being the basis of Ké/lam. All 
the manuscripts agree that the dance performance originated in the desire 
of a mythical queen to see a masked dance-drama. This desire is interpreted 
as a dola-duka, meaning a ‘pregnancy craving.’ 


King Maha Sammata, the legendary primeval monarch of the world, 
eager to satisfy his queen’s pregnancy desire invites various competitors 
to perform the masked dance. When none of them could fulfil the strange 
task the king enters his royal chambers in disgust and anger. The goddess 
who was keeping the king under her surveillance implores /ndra, the god of 
gods to help the king. On his instructions the Divine Artisan known as 
ViSva Karma spreads masks in the royal park and leaves behind a book 
which gives details of the masked dance. The performance eventually cures 
the queen. 


A Kolam performance is therefore a rite, as it is really a re-enactment 
of an earlier performance known only to gods, kings and goddesses, while 
the story of the origins of Kd/lam belongs to the realm of popular religious 
myth. Whatever the authenticity of this myth, it provides the skeletal 
thematic structure on which the performance is based. 


The performance proper commences with a round of drumming as an 
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act of devotion (but more as an attempt at attracting the attention of the 
village audience who are kept busy in their homes!) and the recitation of 
stanzas as a homage to the Triple Gem and the Gods. This is done by an 
unmasked character (the only unmasked figure in the performance) in 
ordinary white dress who is seen reciting from a well-thumped manuscript 
containing the text of the play. He is known either as the K@riya-karavana 
Rala or the Toraturu Kathak@raya (the Master of Ceremonies almost akin 
to the Sittradh@ra of the Sanskrit theatre or the Kittar or Bh@gavatar of 
the South Indian Bhdgavata Mé@/a). 


He first sketches the origin of the Kd/am in verse and then sings out 
the description of each stock character who enters the arena (the Sabaya) 
executes a few dance steps and departs, to reenter later. Jn a regular Kalam 
performance as enacted today human characters such as the Sabh@pati 
(akin to the Sthépaka in the Sanskrit drama), the Drummer, his Wife and 
the Sons, the Laundryman, his Wife, the Mudaliyar and his Assistant, the 
Village Headman and his Scribe, the Soldiers, the Policemen, the Moormen, 
the Moneylenders, the Tamil Couple, the Kaffir Couple, the European 
Couple (fairly late addition to the Kolam repertoire), the Mythical figure 
Surambavalli Somigun€ appear at this stage. Dances performed by these 
characters are mainly solo items although a couple of episodes are enacted 
which are however thematically linked to each other and to the main plot. 


These dances are performed at stage One of the Kalam: Natima. The 
Kingand his Queen, the Ministers and even two Ladies-in- Waiting enter the 
arena in order to view the masked dances. They wear gorgeous masks at 
times superimposed with tall and three-tiered crowns. Since these masks 
are very heavy they stay in full view of the audience only for a short whiie, 
and after their departure the rest of the dances take place as if they are 
enacted before the distinguished visitors. The dances that follow belong to 
three varieties of beings: the Demons, the Celestial beings (both male and 
female) and Animals such as the Lions, the Bear and the Bull. The perfor- 
mance has as its finale a dramatised version of a Jdtaka tale or a popular 
story with a moral. 


It appears that some episodes in Ko/am have degenerated to-day, 
specially after the introduction of Television; to the level of an opera bouffe 
or a sheer joie de vivre. But in order to fully comprehend the meaning of this 
rural theatre one has to examine the meaning of the Kalam mask? in its 
dramatic context and also in the context of the traditional feudal society of 
Sri Lanka—how each episode draws rich layers and varying nuances of 
meaning from its social milieu. 


A fertile field of study lies in a comparison of this rural dance-drama 
with identifiable folk theatres specially in South India, Oceania and Burma. 
We notice that the term K®/am is variously employed in the South Indian 
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group of languages—in Kannada it means ‘an ornament, decoration, form or 
figure’, in Tulu it is ‘a devil dance’, in MalayGlam a ‘form or figure of masks 
and dresses’. Ragini Devi refers to a Kali cult known as Kalam Tullal of 
Kerala in the following manner: “Kolam Tullal is a ritualistic form of masked 
dance performed at Kéli temples in Travancore during the season of religious 
festivals from mid-March to mid-June.’’® Professor K. Sivathamby mentions 
how the term Kolam is used in the Tamil epic Cilappatik@ram: “It is interst- 
ing to note that J/anko uses the word Kolam when he describes the girl who 
impersonated the goddess in Vejtuva vari: ‘Pen ani kolam peyanta pirpatu.’” 
M.D. Raghavan quotes Raja Raja Varma, Raja of Travancore in explaining 
the meaning of Kalam Tullal when he says: “K6lam Tullal is a devil dance 
in which a number of demons appear and perform their midnight revels 
before a fire-place. The actors wear masks made of the spathe of the areca 
palin (pala), cut in various shapes of demons and painted in black and red 
colours....They are supposed to be the emissaries of the Goddess Kali, 
come on earth to ward off evil spirits.’ 


This is therefore a fertile subject for a comparative study. It can ouly 
be said at this stage that Kolam of Sri Lanka is not necessarily a demon 
dance, nor is it a ceremony connected with a whole host of demons under 
the command of Goddess K@j/i although the literal meaning of the term 
Kolam in Sinhala is ‘a mask.’ A study of various South Indian forms, as 
well as comparative material from South-East Asia, such as the Javanese 
and the Balinese theatre, may help to locate possible regional parallels to 
the Koélam tradition of Sri Lanka. 


As Raghavan correctly points out, Kolam in Sri Lanka is a many- 
sided study.® In this paper attention is focussed mainly on the musical side 
in this dance-drama—more specifically the manner in which the drum 
rhythm becomes meaningful and functional in the context of the range of 
the dance. 


In my prelimainary remarks on Kélam I pointed out how the perfor- 
mance involves dance, gesture, mime, song and dialogue. The dialogue is 
mainly in verse form, interspersed with occasional impromptu conversation. 
The actors wear masks and the sound that escapes through them is not 
conducive to protracted singing. But singing occupies a central position in 
the whole gamut of the performance. 


Music in Kolam is essentially drama music. It is sung in the open air 
to a very large audience spread far and wide in the dance arena and is there- 
fore different from the chamber type of North Indian classical music. The 
Kolani arena resembles a theatre in the round. It is prepared in front of a 
shed which is separated from the dancing area (Sabaya) by a sort of ‘curtain’ 
called the Ves Atta (lit. “disguise curtain’) which is really a temporary parti- 
tion. The place of performance therefore opens on three sides. The audience 
is spread on these three sides, some fun-frolickers even perching on trees. 
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The first characteristic that strikes us is that the songs have to be 
sung in the open air to be heard by spectators staying very far behind and 
the instruments should be adaptable to the dewy weather which is normal 
during these all night performances. Needless to say therefore that the songs 
will have to be sung in a raised pitch to be heard by all these people. 


One notices next, that the music in Ka/am is a happy blending of song 
and dance; melody and rhythm resulting in a marvelously rich theatre 
language regularised by a sort of “unwritten grammar’ based on the beat of 
the drum. The yak beraye (yak=demon, beraya=drum) is a cylindrical drum 
made of wood and the two ends are covered with well tended buffalo hide. 
The width at the perimeters is equal. When struck with both hands (no 
sticks are used) the drum is capable of producing a variety of rhythms, some 
very heavy and others in a lighter vein. These become meaningful and 
functional to the dance step. The dancers wear jingles which add colour to 
the dance. Sometimes an oboe-like wind instrument is used. This is called 
the Horanawa and it is somewhat like the N@gasaram used by the South 
Indian musicians. The Horanawa contains seven or eight perforations called 
hil in Sinhala which are capable of producing different notes or siwaras. 
Nevertheless all these notes are in the higher pitch category in keeping with 
the type of orchestration involved ia Xd/am. However this instrument is not 
used as often as in regular temple music of Sri Lanka. In temple music we 
notice three regular musical instruments—the two drums and the Horanana 
The drums are of two different shapes. That which is named the Davula 
is cylindrical in shape and does not taper at the ends. It is much shorter in 
length than the low-country demon drum which is usually 2 feet 3 inches 
in length and 2 feet 5 inches in circumferance. The Davula is almost half 
this in length but the circumferance is more. The Tammiattama is the second 
type of drum used in temple music and consists of two circular halves struck 
with sticks while the Davulu is struck with a stick on one eye and with the 
hand on the other eye. Both these drums ate not employed by the demon 
dancers nor by the Ké/am troupes because of the fact that the sound effect 
does not produce the required mood and produce the pace for the dancers. 
There is another drum called the Gata Beraya used by the dancers in the 
hilly regions but not by the traditional low-country or coastal dance masters. 
In the Gala Beraya the ends taper while the centre of the drum is in the 
shape of a belly of a pot or bump. 


None of these drums except the Yak Beraya could provide the 
neccessary Climate for a Kolam performance. 


Characters in Kélam belong to a variety of categories—both human 
and superhuman. Then, there are the animal figures and mythical symbo- 
lisms. These characters are usedina combination of dances and dance 
episodes. The dances are solo in nature while the episodes involve a group 
of characters drawn from the social milieu which gave birth to Kalam. The 
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impact of the dramatic episodes is tremendously heightened by the beat of 
the drum. 


For instance, there is a vivid scene known as the Mudali Kglama 
(the Kglam episode involving the Mudaliyar, his Assistant, the Laundryman 
and his Wife.) The choice of drum rhythm depends on the nature of the 
character—his age, physical features, his position in society etc. For instance 
the Mudaliyar (referred to as the Mudali in popular parlance) is a proud 
and haughty government official. He comes from the ruling class and belongs 
to a high caste. He submits only to the King, or, during the colonial times 
to the Government Agent. He was the personification of pride and aloofness, 
adopting the air of a know-all. Now, in the carving of the mask which the 
Mudaliyar wore, the arist has been able to bring together the pride, 
the haughtiness and other caricaturable qualities associated with the 
Mudaliyar. He wears a curved comb on his head. The face is pink, shaded 
with yellow. The lips are red. The side-burns are prominently displayed. 
He wears a cloth trimmed with lace and ribbons, embroidered around the 
hem with silver; and a coat or tunic of the type worn by the Mudaliyars of 
the Government Agent’s office (the Kachcheri). A gilded sword hangs at 
his side. The music should be in consonance with this character type. 


He cannot dance. But his walk has to be stylised. He cannot sing. 
But his gait should be explained by means of verses. He cannot run. He 
should walk in measured steps. All actions he executes, for instance, the 
tilting of the head, the sideways glance, the wiping of the face—all this has to 
be performed on the drum beat. In fact the beat played for the Mudaliyar 
is known by his name, as the Mudali Padaya (Mudali-Mudaliyar; Padaya- 
rhythm). Jn other words the drum speaks for the Mudaliyar when he walks: 


“Rring-ga-ti-ga-ta-gum/Ga-ta-gum 
Gujjda-ga-ti-ga-ta-gum/Ga-ta~Gum” 


Rhythm changes according to (1) the intensity of characterisation, 
(2) the stylised or idealised naturalism of the character; (3) the type of mood 
depicted and (4) the caricaturable quality in relation to the episode. Unlike 
the Mudaliyar where his pompousness and essential pride are ridiculed. 
the Policemen are treated with a certain whimsicality. They are depicted 
as being addicted to liquor and moving about in a very light hearted fashion. 
The drum beat eventually is based on a lively dance tune of the Baila type: 


The rhythm starts with a slow marching beat, “Gu-guitda-gataku-domm’’. 
when the Policemen wearing masks and carrving wooden guns execute a 
slow marching walk in a circle. When the first beat is over they pose for a 
while and this pose is called an Jraftiya. They now engage themselves in 
humorous conversation and clever backchat whereupon the drumers strike 
a different tune, now a lively dance beat “Gattan-kirikita-dom|. 
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Gundan-kirikita-dom] ;’and the Policemen keep their guns on a side 
of the arena and dance merrily clapping to the beat of the drum. 


Thus we notice that the dance depicting characters in Ké/am consists of 
two distinet parts—the Gaman padaya, meaning, the walking or marching 
step and the Natum Padaya, meaning, the dance step. 


Any attempt at reducing the range of the dance and the range of the 
drum-beat purely to satisfy modern choreographers will definitely harm the 
intended character portrayal. Jt must be noted always that in Ko/am the drum 
rhythm and the dance are happily wedded to each other. One cannot exist 
apart from the other. Actions will have to be mimed to the beat of the drum. 
The satiric expressiveness and the range of the mask are always heightened 
by this sort of teasing form of the dance. The drum rhythms therefore reveal 
a primary energy capable of expressing a variety of moods, gaits and physical 
movements. 


The verses in Kolam are recited according to the beat of the drum. 
These verses therefore become songs of action and not mere graphic 
representations. As such one need not reduce the verses to specific notational 
scales stating that they comprise of such and such a number of swaras or 
matards (syllabic instants). 


There are of course different styles of singing. The most common 
style is called the Kavi which is a kind of composition very popular with 
Sinhala poets both classical and folk. Kavi in Sanskrit Janguage refers to a 
poet or singer or bard and Kavya means a poem. So in Kélam we notice 
Kavyas. In classical Sinhala verse books too we notice Kavvas. A Kavi in 
the Sinhala literary tradition is two-fold: Gi and Sivupada. Gi verse contains 
four lines of unequal length (lines of irregular length with hardly any cadence 
at the end of each line). Sivupada are verses of regular length and consist of 
four lines. But we do not see a strict adherence to this type of metrical 
exigencies in Kalam, for Kélam songs are essentially meant for singing, and 
singing is dictated to by the beat of the drum. For the Kélam artist, the verse 
is a part of the drum beat or shall we say a corollary to the drum beat. 


In order to understand this aspect better let us compare two verses, 
one in the Gi metre taken from a classical peom called the Salalihini Sand@- 
Sava and the other from a Kalam verse sung as an introduction to the entry 
of a character and referred to as the Pot@ Kaviya. 


Salalihini Sandesava: 


“Strada sulakajakuru FS = 9 
Miyuru tepalen ragadang = ——— ___ n--n = il 
Rajakula rahasa mgtiniya = ———— — 9 ee] 
Siyanihi salalihinisaida.”- 7 ———— — We — ll 
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This is the commonest metre used in the narrative verses in the classi- 
cal Sinhala tradition. There are 42 syllabic instants—9 in the first line and 
J1 each in the rest of the lines. This type of exercise becomes meaningless 
in our folk poetry to which Kolam belongs. The following is a verse of the 
Pot@ Kavi variety trom Kolam: 


“Panivida karavana = —-——— ——-f = 9 
Lesata sabayataeming = ——— ———— ——R = 11 
Bastainak régena = N—-n —--nN = 9 
Enda sarasi sabaye sitind.” = Q———qQ————— n= 14 


Graphically we notice 43 m@girgs or syllabic instants—9 in the first line, 
11 in the second, 9 again in the third line and 14 in the final line. But what 
happens in singing? These mgtrds expand into many more. It may perhaps 
count upto as much as 51 syllabic instants. These verses are primarily meant 
to be intoned or sung in recitation. As Christopher Reynolds says: “Though 
we may think of this process as ‘singing’, the word ‘sing’ in Sinhalese implies 
something much more florid, and the intonation process is described in 
Sinhalese as simply ‘saying verses’.* (“Sing” in Sinhala-g@yana@ karunava 
or gayanava; saying verses-kavi kiyanaya). 


This is the beauty in the recitation we notice in Kélam. This intonation 
gives it its individuality. Any attempt at reducing this length to a regular 
metrical pattern will not only kill its soul but make it out of ‘tune’ with the 
dance step. While “singing” the dancer’s step and the drum rhythm are 
closely followed by the reciter. He drags even short syllables called /aghu 
matra. This is a characteristic in all recitations in the rituals of Sri Lanka. 
The end of the line is always dragged and is sung in consonance with the 
pulsating drum beat. 


Now we come to the second type called the Sivupada. These are the 
Jonger-in-length verses. The following verse is taken from the Hansa 
SandéSaya, another classical verse book: 


“Piseyi nibajida suvaidal ketvat ava ta 
Aseyi lama vasupatiyan hafida dura ta 
Diseyi vehera chi sura vimanak lesa ta 
Rasevi amarasamaya € yvehera du ta 


Each pada or line in this verse ends in a complete cadence (as in the 
binary structure of the harpischord of Francois Couperin). In its graphic 
form there are 17 syllabic instants to a line-in all 68. This is the usual metrical 
pattern in the normal Sand@§a (Message) poem in Sinhala. But in recitation 
these lines enlarge and the matrgs increase. 
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Let us examine a Sivupad: variety of Kolam verse. 


“Ayiyo himita mé ada mak vuna do (like doh) 
leyiyé avili gini mage nivanu kavuru do 
Meviyo dukata patvune mona pavak dé 
Deviyé nobalanne api makkarala dé 


Graphically there are 76 syllabic instants—18 for the first and the third lines 
and 20 each for the second and the fourth. But while reciting the number 


increases. 


In singing therefore, one has to take into account three factors: 

1.Length of the foot-work. Where the dancer stops there stops the 
drum or there pauses the drummer with a slight tap on the drum 
with the fingers while the reciter has to either keep on adding a few 
dronal voices such as gig, Gfig or figa figa. 


2. The miming of different actions by the dancer basing on the 
appropriate drum beat. 


3. The total length of the dance. 


Let us once again examine the dance step of the Mudaliyar in combina- 
tion with the drum beat: 


Graphically the first two lines of the descriptive verse pertaining to 
the Mudaliyar are as follows: 


“Mini visiri pata kaga ura daraminn é 
Sirurata diJi pata pili raJi rali (lela) denn € 


I shall reduce this to a recitative form using as far as possible the 
dronal syllables added by the reciter in keeping with the beat of the drum: 


The drum beat commences: 
“Rring gat gata gum 
New, the recitation commences: 
“Minti vi/si/ri/pata/ka/ga/u/ra/a/a/ daramj nne @ Si 
Drum: Ga ta gum Rring gat gata gum....... (This beat continues) Rring.. 


“Ru ra/ta/djji/i/pata a pi/li/rali i/rali denng/ee.” 
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Drum.......... .++e+++(regular beat pattern continues...) Gatgataguin 
Rring-gatgata-guin. 


You would notice how the first syllable in the second line is intoned 
in combination with the last syllable of the first line. That is due to the 
requirement of the drum beat; and the need to facilitate miming of action 
by the dancer. Every action of the dancer impersonating the Mudaliyar, 
his measured steps, the way in which he surveys the audience as if he happens 
to be ‘preening’ on the top of the Kailgsakiita (and surveying his subjects 
down below), the swaying of his head and the fanning of his face with the 
tiny handkerchief—all these actions are executed to the beat of the drum and 
the descriptive verse has to be recited in close association with this drum 
beat. That is why the first syllable in the second line is taken with the last 
syllable of the first line. 


In Kglam we notice four types of such rerses (some writers prefer to 
use the term song to identify these stanzas), namely, the Pot@ Kavi (Narrative 
verses sung from the script) of the shorter-in-length type, the Pot@ Kavi 
of the longer-in-length type; the Targa Kavi or the verse dialogue, for 
instance the “‘R@jaguru Baranas Rajuta Kaviya (The Chaplain’s verse to the 
King); the Vilgpa Kavi (Lamentations.) 


The narrative verses are sung by the K@riva-karavanta-rala or the 
Narrator as introductory verses or as descriptive verses. While the shorter- 
in-length narrative verses are sung; the drummer merely gives a slight tan 
on the eye of the drum; the longer-in-length narrative verses are worked 
on a full range drum beat. The dilaogue verses are really duets sung by 
the actors while they themselves resort to mime. The Vilgpa are the wail- 
ing songs more often sung at the death of a character—mostly by the queens 
who have lost their husbands as in the tales Maname Kathdva and the Safida- 
kigduru Kathava. 


A handful of Sri Lankan composers of music turn to the folk music 
idiom for inspiration. Some of them have created their own melodies based 
on Kolam recitations. They manage to retain the popular tune and the 
generic rhythmic scheme of the original folk song. This is despite the apathy 
of a public who refuse to be weaned away from cheap musical scores. 
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GLIMPSES OF TAMIL MUSIC 


V. Perumal 


Classification of Tamil 


From time immemorial Tamil is mentioned as Muthamizh. The mean- 
ing of Muthamizh is threefold Tamil or Tripartite Tamil or Tamil with 
three divisions. The first Division is literature (Iyal), the second division 
is musis (Isai) and the third Division is drama (Nadagam). Literature is the 
outcome of thinking, music is the result of feeling and drama is the fruit of 
willing. The classification of thinking, feeling and willing is based on sound 
logic. Hence, it is very clear that the ancient Tamil savants have intelligently 
classified Tamil into three meaningful divisions on logical basis. Literature, 
music and drama pertain to the head, heart and body respectively. Just as 
the head, heart and body are inseparable so too literature, music and drama 
are inseparable, from Tamil for that matter any language. We can also 
interpret “Muthamizh’ in a slightly different manner. Literature originates 
from thought, music springs from word (voice) and drama comes from deed. 
In short the concept of tripartite Tamil is logically accurate, scientifically 
relevant, taxonomically appropriate and culturally sound. 


Phonetic Classification 


A number of relevant phonetic theories are found in Tholkappiam 
(500 B.C.) the most ancient Tamil Grammer available. Tholkappiar, the 
erudite author of Tholkappiam has excellently dealt with the classification 
of sound. In the light of Tamil phonetics sounds can be classified under 
three main divisions viz., Sonant; (Soft, sweet, euphony), medial (neutral, 
average and surd), harsh (cacophony). This classification may be applicable 
even to other languages and cultures. Music is fundamentally based on 
melody of voice and sweetness of sound. 


The Meaning of Music 


Music is mentioned in Tamil as Paattu and Paadal. Though ‘Paattu’ 
‘rand “Paadal’ differ orthographically and phonetically, they are identical 
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etymologically and semantically. ‘Paadu’ the fertile verbal root; which means 
song is common to both the words ‘Paattu’ and ‘Paadal’. Both of them mean 


song. 


Language-Verb Noun Concrete Noun 
English: Sing Song Songster 
Tamil: Paadu Paattu, Paadal, Paadagan, Paadagar. 


Apart from these two words, there is another elegant term viz., Isai 
which is pregnant with meaning. At the surface level it means to consent, 
to agree and to yield. At the deeper semantic level it signifies making the 
heart yield or consent. Hence, the full significance of ‘Isai’ is not only song 
but also that type of music which is capable of making the heart of the 
audience yield fully and become one with music. So, it is clear, that the 
term ‘Isai’ which is semantically rich, has depth and breadth of meaning. 


Gradation of Music 


Just as grading is done in every field of human activity, it is also found 
in the field of music. Songs are graded not only on the basis of content but 
also on the basis of degree of appeal. Meaningless songs which appeal only 
to the ear belong to third class. Songs which have reasonable degree of 
emotional or sentimental appeal and move the heart can be assigned to 
second class. Holy and devotional songs with religious philosophical content, 
which have spiritual appeal and enter the innermost recesses of the living 
being can be treated as first class. The third rate songs are condemned as 
‘Duppa Paattu’ by the enlightened and cultured Tamilians, whereas 
first class devotional songs are being appreciated and admired by all savants 
throughout the ages. St. Ramalingar the celebrated author of Thiruvarutpa 
has paid rich encomium to the divine hymns of Thiruvasagam by St. 
Manickavasagar. 


Taxonomy of Instrumental Music 


Music .is broadly classified as vocal and instrumental. Instrumental 
music is again subdivided into four main categories viz. (1) Percussion instru- 
ment, (2) Wind instrument, (3) String instrument and (4) Cymbal instrument. 
Muzhavu and Thannumai are ancient percussion instruments of Tamilnadu, 
they resemble drum. Flute made of bamboo known as “Pullaanguzhal” 
is a wind instrument of high antiquity. Bamboo flute is considered as 4 
superior variety. The ancient string instrument of Tami Nadu is known as 
Yaazh (lyre). It is akin to veena. There were Yaazhs of different sizes ranging 
from seven strings up to thousand strings. Yaazhs were named on the basis 
of size and pattern. There were four main varieties of Yaazhs in ancient 
Tamilnadu. They were Periyaazh (21 strings), Magara Yaazh (19 strings)- 
Sagoada Yaazh (14'strings) and Senkoathi Yaazh (7 strings). It should be 
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noted in this context that the two long poems viz. Sirrupaanaatruppadai 
and Perumpaanaatruppadai of Pathuppaattu (Ten Idylls) are based on the 
very names of the bard with small Yaazh and bard with large Yaazh 
respectively. It may be concluded that Yaazh is more ancient than veena. 
Cymbals mentioned as Thaalam in Tamil were used for keeping time in 
music and to make a harmonious ringing, sound Cymbals are a must for 
the performance of devotional music. The references to variety of musical 
instruments in ancient Tamil literature corroborate beyond a shadow of 
doubt the high antiquity of taxonomy of instrumental music. 


Prosody and Music 


One of the basic rules of Tamil prosody is that every category of verse 
should be in accordance with well regulated tune. In other words Tamil 
poetry is based on sound melody. According to the clear understanding of 
the Tamilians prose is meant for reading whereas poetry is meant for singing. 
Till recent times even the habit of singing prose was found among the 
Tamilians. This is nothing but the poetic impact and musical influence in the 
cultural life of the Tamilians. Apart from the poetic theme and value, the 
Tamil poetry has been characterised by musical excellence ranging from 
Parpaadal of the sangam age down to Kannadasan of the twentieth century. 


The Seven Musical Notes (Swaras) 


There are clear references to the Seven Musical Notes in ancient 
Tamil Poetry. Following are the Seven Musical Notes: 


1. Kural Corresponding to Shadjam Sa 
2. Thutham -do- Rishabham Ri 
3. Kaikkilai -do- Gandharam Ga 
4, Vuzhai -do- Madhyamam Ma 
5. Ili -do- Panchamam Pa 
6. Vilari -do- Dhaivatham Dha 
7. Thaalam -do- Nishadham Ni 


The musical Notes are well defined, and properly understood with 
musicological precision and technical accuracy. The phrase “Seven Notes” 
was very familiar and popular among the ancient Tamils. St. Sundaramurthi 
Naayanaar one of the Thevaram Trio mentions Tamil music as music with 
seven notes (Ezhisai). As a matter of economy of effort the phrase “Seven 
Notes’ was further abbreviated to ‘Seven’. Ezhisai Vallabi is a Tamil Name 
which means an expert in seven notes. These are but a few instances to 
establish the widespread popularity of the phrase ‘Seven Notes’. 
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Tunes with Reference to Landscape, Time and Situation 


The ancient Tamil savants have well divided landscape into four 
main permanent divisions viz., Kurrinji (Mountain), Mullai (Forest), 
Marudham (Arable Land) and Neithal (Littoral/Seashore). Hence; they 
mentioned the landscape as fourfold land (Naanilam). During the extreme 
summer, mountain and forest will become dry and appear like desert 
(Paalai). So, in the geological and geographical history of Tamilnadu there 
is no such permanent division of land as desert. Well understood and well 
defined rules and regulations pertaining to Tamil musicology were framed 
in such a manner that different musical tunes were assigned to different 
divisions of landscape. In other words, every musical tune what is known 
as ‘Pan’ in ancient Tamil music is assigned to either one category of land or 
other. The musical tune pertaining to the land goes by the same name of 
the land. Apart from this landscape division, there is a set of rules with 
reference to time and situation. Certain tunes are meant for employment 
in the mornings and certain other tunes are meant for evenings. The Music 
and tune also differ from situation to situation. In the olden days the wedding 
music was known as Paani and the funeral song was mentioned as neithal, 


Devotional Music 


Tamil is very rich in devotional and sacred music. Nakkeerar’s 
Thirumurugaatruppadai, the first idyll of pathuppaattu is the earliest sacred 
musical poetry in Tamil closely followed by Illango Adigal’s Silappadhi- 
kaaram. Thevaaram by Thirujnaanasambandar, Thirunaavukkarasar and 
Sundaramoorthy Naayanaar has a very high degree of musical value. 
Maanickavaasagar’s Thiruvaasagam is a mellifluous hymn capable of mov- 
ing the heart of the devotee. There is a well known proverb in Tamil which 
says ‘He who does not move for THIRUVAASAGAM will not move for any 
hymn’ (Thiruvaasagathukku vurugaar oru vaasagathhukkum vurugaar). 
Naalaayira Dhivya Prabandham of the Vaishnavite Aazhwars are an anthology 
of sacred songs. Arunagirinaathar’s Thiruppugazh is unique by itself so 
far as euphonic excellence is concerned. Muthu T haandavar, Maarimuthaa 
Pillai, Arunaachala Kavirayar, Gopalakrishna Bhaarathiar, Kavikunjara 
Bhaarathiyar, Muthu Raama Kaviraayar, Subramania Bhaarathiyar and 
a host of others have contributed to a very great degree to the devotional 
music in Tamil. Devotional songs are sung in many temples in Tamilnadu. 
Great Chola Emperors Raajaraajan and Raajendran encouraged and 
patronised the singing of Thevaaram in the temples. Even today Thevaaram 
is being sung by well trained musicians known as ‘Oodhuvars’. Thevaaram 
is a triple symbol of devotion, literature and music. 


Proverb and Music 


There are several proverbs. in ‘Tamil which throw. sufficient light on 
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different aspects of music. He who has no voice has fingers (Kural 
illaadhavanukku viral) is one of the proverbs. The purport of this proverb 
is that he who wants to become a vocal musician but has no melodious 
voice, can become an instrumental musician. Though God did not give a 
person sweet voice he has blessed him with fingers so that he can use them 
and become an expert in instrumental music. This is a natural law of 
compensation. The more you sing, sweeter is the tune (Paada paada raagam) 
is a proverb directly connected with vocal music. The corresponding general 
proverb in English is ‘practice makes perfect’. A bad composer spoiled the 
paper (palm leaf) and a bad musician spoiled the song (Ezhuthinavan ettai 
keduthaan padithavan paattai keduthaan) is a self explanatory proverb. 
Mortar gets beating from one side but drum gets beating from both sides 
(Vuralukku oru pakkam idi Mathalathukku iru pakkam idi). This is a very 
interesting proverb closely related to percussion instrument. Apart from 
its primary meaning it also has a figurative significance. During the religious 
discourse, it is customary on the part of the lecturer musician (Harikatha 
performer) to sing ““Goavindha Naama Sankeerthanam” and the entire 
congregation would response as ‘Goavindha Goavindha’. This situation 
has given birth to a very attractive proverb viz. Kumballe Goavindha (To 
say Goavindha in the crowd). Though this proverb has a genesis in the 
field of devotional music it has: profound meaning in the field of mass psy- 
chology. This has become a Dravidian proverb. There is another proverb 
which refers to Cymbalist. It means the Cymbalist accompanies the vocalist 
throughout the night and in the morning again plays on Cymbals for bread 
and butter. (Vidia Vidia Paattukku thaalam vidinthaal soatrukku thaalam). 
It has become a habit of the beggars with knowledge of music, to play 
(strike) Cymbals while singing during begging. A proverb in Tamil 
refers to such a beggar in a contemptible tone (Avan soatrukku thaalam 
poadukiraan). There are many such proverbs in Tamil language. 


Research in Tamil Musicology 


There are sufficient and authentic evidence to corroborate beyond 
dispute the existence of advanced treatises on Tamil musicology and 
musicography even in the 5th century B.C. Thiruvalluvar, the erudite author 
of the world famous Thirukkural, mentions the relationship between the 
music and tune by way of a simile. What is the use of tune if it has 
no harmony with music? So too, what is the use of the eyes if there is no 


compassion? 


“Panennaam paadarrku iyaibinrel kanennaam 
Kannoattam illaadha kan” (Thirukkural 573) 


This couplet gives a clear indication of the fact that the Tamilians 
had a very clear-cut idea regarding the minute technical aspects of advanced 
musicology and higher musicography even 2000 years ago. It is unfortunate 
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that many treatises on music have been lost in the lapse of time. Twentieth 
Century of Tamilnadu has witnessed two outstanding musicologists. Rao 
Sahib M. Abraham Pandithar, the first distinguished musicologist of the 
20th century wrote and published Karunaamritha Saagaram in 2 volumes. 
Swami Vipulaanandar authorised Yaazh Nool,; a wonderful and scholarly 
treatise on Yaazh. Dr. Raja Sir Annamalai Chettiar, the Founder of the 
Annamalai University (Chidambram) was also the founder of Tamil music 
movement. He established Tamil Isai Sangam at Madras with the help and 
active cooperation of Sir R.K. Shanmugam Chettiar, Rajaji, Kalki 
Krishnamoorthy and T.K. Chidambranaatha Mudaliar. Tamil Isai Sangam 
*housed at Raja Annamalai Manram at Madras is an international research 
centre of advanced Tamil Music. The Tamil Isai Sangam is improving and 
developing by leaps and bounds under the magnificient and noble patronage 
of Dr. Raja Sir M.A. Muthaiah Chettiar the most distinguished and illust- 
rious son of Dr. Raja Sir Annamalai Chettiar. The significant contribution 
of Prof. L.P.K.R. Raamanaathan Chettiar and Mr. T.M. Narayanaswamy 
Pillai (Ex-Vice Chancellor of the Annamalai University) to the many sided 
dovelopment of Tamil Isai Sangam deserves a special mention in this context. 
Kudanthai P. Sundaresanaar through his research papers and scholarly 
lectures has contributed to advanced Tamil musicology in a very handsome 
manner. The Tamil musicians are patronised and honoured not only in 
Tamilnadu but in the entire world of Tamil music. For instance, the Tami! 
Isai Sangam honours the outstanding Tamil Musician every year in its 
Annual conference festrval by conferring on him the most honourable title 
‘Isai Perarinjar’ (Great Expert in Music) and awarding a prize. In the year 
1977 the title of Isai Perarinjar was conferred on Thiruveezhimizhalai S. 
Nataraja Sundaram Pillai, a well known Naadhaswara Musician. In a word, 
research in Tamil Musicology is being carried out by institutions as wal as 
individual musicologists. 


bi 


12, General 


Music is basically and closely connected with human culture. Human 
life begins with lullaby and ends with elegy. The entire human life is 
characterised by a series of folk songs excellently portraying the different 
phases, moods, occupations and emotional and sentimental situations. Folk 
songs form part and parcel of music. Tamil is musically a very rich language 
in each and every sense of the term. Thiruvaiyaarru in Thanjavur District 
is a centre of sacred music in Tamil Nadu. Sangeetha Mahal in Serfoji’s 
palace, Thanjavur is a museum of music. 


Music is interwoven with Tamil culture and forms part and parcel 
of the Tamilians’ life from womb to tomb. Music is the only art that goes 
into the heart quien and sails 


“Tp ‘toncinde. Tamil i is a feaaiae of Music, for Music! and. by. Music. 


TRANSLATING A KATHAKALI 
| CLASSIC 





V. Subramania lyer 


The problems of translation are many and varied. One set of diffi- 
culties centre round the structural differences between the two languages 
involved. For instance, if the translation is from Manipravalam or Sanskrit, 
which are highly inflectioned languages, into modern English which has 
managed to do without inflections as far as possible, the problem becomes 
involved and ticklish. Time was when English was taught in our schools 
using the translation method. It proved ineffective chiefly because of the 
basic structural differences between the two languages. The language sense 
developed in one turned into a hindrance while learning the other. While 
one depends on the order of words to express the meaning the other can 
ignore word order as each word has a grammatical label attached to it. 
This freedom to use words in any order helps the poet to produce rhythmic 
effects that baffle the English translator. 


Another major problem is the use in Sanskrit or Manipravalam of 
Samasthapada which compresses an abundance of detail and complexity 
of thought into a long compound word. They are Jike strings of adjectives 
and adjective phrases in English with the final member as the base of the 
modifiers which precede it. The whole compound itself falls into place as 
an appropriate part of speech in the sentence. No word for word translation 
can ever do justice to the tightly-knit structure or the sonority of the rolling 
compound. To add to the complication, these nominal compounds could 
give rise to ambiguity: while the relations of some members are clear, others 
could be interpreted in different ways. For instance the ‘Veeraseenasutha- 
sdradhi’ (In Nalacharitram, Part IV, scene 2, Bhaimi and Maids) could be 
interpreted grammatically either as, ‘Veeraseena’s son as charioteer’ or as 
“‘Veeraseena’s son’s charioteer’ (the context here, however. makes it clear 
that the latter interpretation is the correct one). 


Perhaps the most difficult aspect of Sanskrit or Manipravalam to 
incorporate into a translation is the wide reliance on dhwani or suggestive 
overtones which words and images carry, where these suggestive overtones 
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and images have a universal appeal these would echo in the translation 
also. But more often than not, these images or metaphors evoke specific 
and natural responses only in an Indian audience and are therefore, almost 
impossible to reproduce in an English translation. One obvious remedy is 
to add foot-notes but this exercise can easily slip into a sort of mini- 
commentary disfiguring the book and even provoking the protest of the 
publisher: Here is an actual experience of mine when my translation of 
Nalacharitham was in the press. An American friend of mine; a Ph. D., 
and Oriental Scholar happenea to visit me. He read the script of the 
first day’s play and when he came to that part of the story where the swan, 
intending to shake her love for Nala to fix it the more firmly, poses the 
possibility of Damayanti bestowing her favours on another, he could not 
grasp the relevance of Bhaimi’s reply about the river and the mountain. 
There was a brief foot-note, viz.; ‘How chaste and suggestive the simile!’, 
which was wasted on him because he did not have the cultural background 
of an Indian reader. So I supplemented the above foot-note with the follow- 
ing (see page 84 of my book): ‘That rivers are the daughters of mountains 
and they join their husband; the ocean, is a poetic concept well-known in 
Puranic and religious literature. The implication is that her father would 
wholeheartedly second her choice.’ This knowledge that I had taken too 
much for granted dealing with a foreign audience was a mild shock to me. 
I used that opportunity to test his understanding with the whole translation. 
I had to add a number of foot-notes with the result, the textual portions 
alone of my book carried as many as 77 foot-notes; but I have tried to make 
them as brief as possible. 


These general theories of the problems of translation can only be 
of limited help because, as a rule, each translation throws up its own specific 
difficulties. Here are some of them with reference to my translation of 
Nalacharitham. 


In Czechoslovakia; I understand, the editors of the state publishing 
house of Belles-Letters insist that every translator in a foreword or after- 
word should explain his approach to the original text. This came to me 
as a pleasant surprise because it confirms my independent conclusion to the 
same effect. As a matter of fact I had appended both a foreword and an 
afterword but the Kerala Sahitya Academy, the Publishers, dropped the 
foreword, presumably because it was too self-deprecatory. For, they had 
taken the wise precaution of getting my translation carefully scrutinized by 
one of the best bilingual scholar in Kerala, who pronounced it ‘first class.’ 
(Prof. Mundasseri also read the script and was very favourably impressed). 
This is the foreword which is not in the book: ‘It is with a feeling akin to 
sacrilege that I attempt this prose rendering of Nalacharitham Attakatha by 
Unnayi Varier. Only a poetic genius can do justice to it. At best this can 
only be an introduction to the English knowing world to appreciate the 
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Attakatha in its original language. If it rouses their interest my aim is achiev- 
ed. More than a mere summary; this would help non-Malayalis to follow the 
acting into its intricate details. The published ‘note on translation’ is on 
pages 221 and 222 of the book. I quote below only page 221 as it is more 
pertinent to the subject of this article:- 


“All masterpieces in literature are difficult to translate because their 
merits are many-sided and when you attempt to keep faithful to one the 
others get neglected. I have tried to bring out all the ideas of this unique 
Attakatha in straight modern prose. 


Even thus, [feel there has been some loss because the original compo- 
sition in Malayalam is full of suggestive words and what Sanskrit literary 
critics call dhwani which is briefly, what could be read between the lines. 
When as a trial [ tried to bring out that also my translation turned into a 
commentary and [ had to give’ it up. But the ideas at best represent only 
half the poetic beauty 


The other half of the merits of this play are many-sided. its diction 
eminently fits the characters and their mood. The padas not only serve the 
deepest purpose of the music and choreographic needs of the actors but 
also make an appeal which transcends all language barriers. The slokas 
not only give subtle and detailed stage directions which modern stage- 
directors would envy but help the audience to appreciate the significance 
of the scenes. Examples could be found in this Attakatha for almost all 
the literary ornaments listed in prosody and grammar like metaphor, simile, 
alliteration, yamaka (words of three or more letters having different meani- 
ings) and above all; rhymes of which this drama is verily saturated; rhymes 
at the beginning, middle and end of lines, rhymes everywhere!” 


Specific examples would speak more eloquently about the problems 
of translation than any amount of theorizing. 


The book, ‘Kathakali Manjari’, No. cl., Government Oriental manus- 
cripts library, Madras; critically edited with introduction and notes by 
Dr. S.K. Nayar, M.A., Ph. D, contains a preface by Dr. §.K. Nayar from 
which I quote some portions:- ..... Part one of this treatise deals with the 
history and development of the art of Kathakali. The second part is reserved 
for an exclusive study of the literary aspect of Kathakali. A novel feature of 
this part is that it contains a free rendering in English of some of the select 
passages from great Kathakali plays.” 


In this is included Nalacharitham, PI, scene 3—that part dealing with 
the actual interview of the swan with Damayanti, (see pages 166 to 169 of 
Kathakali Manjari.) I shall give below first, the transliteration of Nala- 
charitham Attakatha (of the relevent portion) and under it, the version 
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from Kathakali Manjari, and below it the version from my book, all in 
separate paragraphs. This would make a comparative study of the two 
versions in the light of the original, easier. 


Sloka-10. 


Eini. oratinatanngl Kittumé Kailennum 
Pradipadamapi thonnum maru mannam natannan; 
Adha batha! Damayanti glimarota veera- 
Mathupozhutharayanna proudhantch® Sahasam. 


Sloka. 


At every pacing she felt she can catch him, 

Thus he (the swan) slipped on, herself following, 
Then alas! as soon as Damayanti 

was led far away from her friends 

The talented swan taunted her thus: 


Walking slowly creating the impression that with the next step he 
could be caught, when Damayanti got separated from her maids, the swan 
spoke thus, impressive yet smiling. 


In Dr. Nayar’s version the very first word, ‘at’ is a mistake, the appro- 
priate preposition for ‘pacing’ being ‘with’. He does not seem to know that 
the word ‘pace’ can be used either as a noun or a verb. It could be that he 
deliberately chose ‘pacing’ for its sound effect for which he has every right— 
Only, in that case; he would have to own that he implies that Damayanti 
was measuring (distance) for, that is the meaning the Oxford concise dicti- 
onary gives for the word! The use of the auxilary verb ‘can’ in the first line 
js a slip for ‘could’ if the line should make sense. In the original the poet 
has given the credit for regulating the pace to the swan. Dr. Nayar assigns 
it to Damayanti which turns it into an absurdity. The interjection ‘batha’ 
in the original which indicates surprise is rendered, alas!, an exclamation of 
sorrow which has no place or relevance in this context. In the original the 
poet has used it to indicate surprise that a bird should speak. (I have omitted 
it in my translation because the usual English exclamations like, ‘goodness 
me! “won’t go appropriately into the context here, where the person ex- 
periencing the surprise has not been identified.) The word ‘far’ in the fourth 
line of the doctor’s translation is misleading and anauthorised in the light 
of the original text. It seems too much of a liberty to render ‘alimar’, aS 
‘friends’. Dr. Nayar has rendered the word ‘iichee’ (spoke) in the original 
as “taunted” which according to the dictionary refers to a remark intended 
to hurt. This along with the fact that he has omitted to include in his trans- 
lation the “Sa hdsam’ (with a smile) of the original turns his translation into 
a misrepresentation or even a parody of some of the finest touches in the 
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poet’s text. The point calls for some explanation. The poet has shaped this 
scene, (as indeed; all others) with meticulous attention to detail. The swan 
first wants to impress on Damayanti that he has more than a bird’s brain 
because, as he is a bird in appearance she may look upon him somewhat 
flippantly. As a counter-move he hits upon a small weakness of hers, 
obviously carried away by his charming appearance as the opening gambit 
of conversation. While this would help him to raise the level of conver- 
sation to a human level, he has to see to it, that, because it was an unflatter- 
ing approach, he does not seriously offend her. That is why the poet has 
included the ‘with a smile’ in the original as an ingratiating sop to soften the 
implied criticism in his opening remarks. The poet has given the qualifying 
word, ‘proudha’ to indicate he spoke impressively. The tally of blunders 
big and small, in this English rendering of a Manipravala sloka with eighty 
percent Malayalam content, by a head of the department of Malayalam, 
University of Madras is as many as eight, not counting the questionable 
phrase ‘slipped on’ in the second line. 


Hamsam-Pallavi: Anganamgrmouli balé! 
asayenthayi the? 


Anupallavi: yenginé pitikkunnu n@ 
gaganachgriygmenneé? 


Hamsa-Song: Oh my little girl, you, gem of women, 
what is your wish? 


How dare you catch me, 
One ftying in the skies? 


Swan-Pallavi: Oh! crown among women, 
what is the big idea? 


Anupallavi: How can you (a ground-based being) catch 
me, one who can speed through air? 


‘Asa’ has many meanings including ‘wish’ but in this context it means 
‘intention’. If the succeeding lines were to offer a boon or some such thing, 
‘wish’ would be correct, but they criticize her action. The socalled literal 
translation can turn ridiculous. Incidentally, this example high lights the 
crucial difference between a /iteral and a literary translation. The nominative 
of addres; in the first line intending to convey the idea of ‘bale’ in the 
original, also belongs to this category. The preposition ‘of’ before ‘women’, 
also in the first line is a mistake for ‘among’. ‘Dare’ in the third line invites 
all my remarks about the use of the word ‘taunted’ noted above in connexion 
with the translation of the introductory sloka of this scene. The first line of 
the Anupallavi is simple Malayalam which a school-boy could translate, 
and yet Dr. Nayar mistranslates it in utter disregard of the mood of the 
pada which is conciliatory and not threatening as that of his rendering is. 


